National Marriage and Divorce Statistics

—Progress Report, 1945-1955—

By HUGH CARTER, Ph.D.

ITH the increased emphasis on the
family, as well as the individual, as a
basic unit around which to plan public health
activities, the need for statistics on family for-
mation and family dissolution is generally
recognized. The consequent increase in the de-
mand for statistics on marriages and divorces
has stimulated the development of registration
systems, particularly within the last decade.
In general; State departments of health col-
lect, process, and publish the vital statistics of
individual States. Location of the State files
or indexes of marriages and divorces in the vital
statistics offices places the job of handling these
records in the hands of persons already skilled
in the management of vital records and saves
the added overhead costs that would be incurred
by establishing separate offices.

Increase in States With Central Files

The number of areas that maintain central
files of marriage and divorce records has
steadily increased. This is important since
areas that do not maintain such files are not in
a position to provide comprehensive statistics.
In 1945, 34 areas maintained central files of
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marriage records. By the end of 1954, 40
areas—36 States, 3 Territories. and 1 independ-
ent city—maintained central files (fig. 1). Di-
vorce records were centrally filed in 23 areas in
1945. At the end of 1954, these records were
centrally filed in 34 areas—30 States, 3 Terri-
tories, and 1 independent registration area
(fig. 2).

In areas with no central files, it is possible
to obtain certain data, but these are limited in
scope and often incomplete in coverage.

Standardizing Report Forms

Since 1945, great progress has been made
toward standardizing the items of information
to be obtained on marriage and divorce report
forms. In 1954, the standard record of mar-
riage and the standard record of divorce or
annulment prepared by the IPublic Health
Service were formally endorsed by the Public
Health Conference on Records and Statistics,
a cooperative organization made up of official
representatives of the vital registration and
public health statistical activities of each State,
Territory, and independent registration area.
A long period of discussion had preceded this
action by conference members (7). The con-
ference also recommended a list of optional
items for inclusion on the State report forms
to provide data for more intensive study of
marriages and divorces.

Although some users of marriage and divorce
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Figure 1.

‘ HAWAI

1951

- Records Maintained in Area Offices.

Central Divorce Files Established Since 1945 Indicated by Yeor.
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statistics will regret the omission of certain
items from the standard record forms, the fact
that such forms exist will mean improvement
in the comparability and comprehensiveness of
the national statistics that become available.
The information requested on these forms and
the optional items recommended by the work-
ing group are listed on pages 350 and 351.
Procedure manuals for use with the standard
report forms are being developed by the Na-
tional Office of Vital Statistics and the State
registrars. These manuals will cover defini-
tions of terms; suggested coding, punching, and
tabulating instructions; and related matters.

Improvement in Available Statistical Data

Since 1945, the accuracy of annual statistics
of marriages and divorces for the United States
has increased. The amount of necessary esti-
mating for missing data from nonreporting
areas has been reduced since more comprehen-
sive reports are now received from the States.
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Statistics on certain characteristics of persons
recently married or divorced are published an-
nually. Reports have been issued for selected
areas since 1948 (2-10), and the number of areas
providing such statistics has increased. Re-
ports for 1953 have been received from 42 areas,
including a few areas which do not have central
files.

The data are tabulated according to table out-
lines distributed annually by the National Of-
fice of Vital Statistics. Under this program
the cost of obtaining the data is minimal to the
Federal Government. However, except for ob-
vious errors and inconsistencies, it is impossible
to ascertain the accuracy of the tabulations re-
ceived from the States. Quality controls are
the responsibility of each reporting State.

Monthly statistics of marriages or marriage
licenses on a provisional basis have been pub-
lished since 1944 (77-13). Special tabulations
of marriage licenses for cities of over 100,000
population cover data from 1939 (13-16).
Monthly statistics on divorces for reporting
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Figure 2.
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Central Marriage Files Established Since 1945 Indicated by Yeu:

areas began with 1949 data. At that time regu-
lar reports were received from 16 areas (12).
By 1954 the number of areas reporting divorces
each month totaled 30 (73).

National statistics on the social characteris-
tics of persons at the time of marriage are also
being compiled on the basis of national sample
surveys conducted in cooperation with the Bu-
reau of the Census. The first of these surveys
was carried out in 1953 (17) and the second, in
1954. These sample surveys have provided a
valuable supplement to the presently incom-
plete data obtained from registration records.
Additional reports will provide data on eco-
nomic and social characteristics of recently mar-
ried persons.

Plans for the Future

The Working Group on Marriage and Di-
vorce of the Public Iealth Conference on Rec-
ords and Statistics has recommended certain
steps to improve national marriage and divorce
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Thirty-four areas maintaining centralized divorce records, 1954.
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statistics. These recommendations have been
given a vote of approval by the great majority
of the members of the conference and are now
being implemented as follows:

A registration area for marriage statistics is
to be established, effective January 1,1956. One
year later a registration area for divorce statis-
tics will be established. The criteria for admit-
ting a State or an independent registration area
to the marriage registration area, and later, to
the divorce registration area, have been agreed
upon. These include—

1. Central record files for marriages and di-
vorces containing items on the standard record
of marriage and standard record of divorce or
annulment forms, in the State office.

2. Adoption of report forms of marriage and
divorce containing the items on the standard
record of marriage and standard record of di-
vorce or annulment forms.

3. Regular reports to the State office by all
local areas.

+. Agreement between State office and the
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Information Requested on Standard Record
of Marriage

Items on Form:

County
State file No.

Application for marriage license:

For both bride and groom—
Name (first, middle, last)
Date of birth (month, day, year)
Usual residence (State, county, city, or town)
Place of birth (State or foreign country)
Previous marital status
Number of previous marriages
olor or race
Usual occupation
Kind of business or industry
Date and signatures of applicants

Certification:

Date of marriage (month, day, year)

Place of marriage (county, State)

Date of recording

Signature and title of official making return to
State health department

Optional Additional ltems Recommended by the
Working Group on Marriage and Divorce:

In States receiving original records of marriage, the
word “Certificate’’ may be substituted for
“Record.”

In addition to “State file No.,” provision may be
made for “‘Local file No."

In item for “Usual residence,” provision may be

made for "'Street address or RFD No."
The following items may be added:

Names of parents
ame or signature, title, and denomination of
officiant

Religious preference or denomination of bride
and groom

Possible additional items:

The item ‘‘Highest grade of school completed’
has merit as an optional item for States that
may be interested in the subject, although it
was not discussed at the last meeting of the
working group.
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National Office of Vital Statistics on joint test-
ing of reporting for completeness and accuracy.

The key criterion relates to tests of complete-
ness and accuracy. Agreement is to be reached
between the National Office of Vital Statistics
and the individual States regarding the tests to
be carried out in each State. These tests will aid
in locating any imperfections in the reporting
system of a given State so that remedial steps
may be taken. In the preparation of a working
document on tests of completeness and accuracy
of marriage reporting, it became evident that
the index to State files of marriage records was
of crucial importance; consequently, a detailed
study of such State indexes is being made. In
the fall of 1955, it is planned to provide the
Working Group on Marriage and Divorce with
data on all States maintaining central files of
marriage records and to ask the advice of the
working group regarding the States to be ad-
mitted to the marriage registration area in
January 1956.

A marriage registration test (MRT) in con-
nection with the 1960 census has been proposed
by several State registrars. This would parallel
the birth registration test (BRT) in 1940 and
1950. This possible project will be explored
with officials of the Bureau of the Census. A
divorce registration test in 1960 has been sug-
gested.

Further exploration will be made of sample
surveys in obtaining useful marriage and di-
vorce data. The results obtained so far are
distinetly encouraging.

The needs of the consumers of marriage and
divorce statistics will be studied by subcommit-
tees of the United States National Committee
on Vital and Health Statistics appointed by the
Surgeon General of the Public Health Service.
A subcommittee on utilization of marriage sta-
tistics is bringing together persons with varied
interests to determine the types of information
most useful to major consumer groups. It may
propose a consumer survey. A similar commit-
tee on divorce statistics will be established at a
later date. The reports of these two committees
will provide a basis for possible modification
of the program of marriage and divorce statis-
tics to meet the needs of the consumers.
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Information Requested on Standard Record
of Divorce or Annuiment

Items on Form:
County

State file No.
Local file No.

For husband—
Name, (first, middle, last)
For wife—
Maiden name (first, middle, last)
For both husband and wife:
Date of birth (month, day, year)
Usual residence (cnty, county, State)
Place of birth (State or foreign country)
Number of this marriage
Race or color
Usuval occupation
Kind of business or industry
Place of this marriage
Date of marriage (month, day, year)
Number of children under 18
Plaintiff

Decree granted to
Legal grounds for decree

Optional Additional Items Recommended by the
Working Group on Marriage and Divorce:

In States that grant other than absolute divorces,
title may include word ‘‘Absolute.”

In item ‘Usual residence,’’ provision may be made
for “Street address or RFD

To item Number of children under 18’ may be
added Number of children bom alive this

mornoge

To item ““Legal grounds for decree’’ may be added
“Number of children to custody of—husband;
wife; other (specify)''.

To item *‘Number of this momage maz be added
ast marriage ended by—death, divorce,
annulment.”

To item “Place of this marriage' may be added
“Date of separation’’ and ‘‘Place of separation.”’

Possible additional items:

The item “‘Highest grade of school completed”
has merit as an optional item for States that
may be interested in the subject, although it
was not discussed at the last meeting of the
working group.
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PHS Civil Defense Training

The Public Health Service has offered the first of a series of 2-week
training courses for physicians and other professional health per-
sonnel who would be called to duty in the event of enemy action or

other national emergency.

The training courses are a phase of the Service’s recently announced
emergency program to expand its Commissioned Reserve Corps by

5,000 officers before July 1, 1956.

The course started on March 14, 1955.

A second 2-week course is

scheduled for May 15. Additional courses will be scheduled later.

Each course covers two main categories: one, the tasks with which
a health department staff is generally familiar but for which addi-
tional help is required, such as those created by extensive disruption
of public facilities and mass displacement of civilians in consequence
of enemy action or natural disaster; and, two, the unusual tasks for
which new skills as well as additional help may be needed by a health
department, such as chemical, biological, and radiological warfare
defense, epidemic reporting, monitoring radioactivity, decontamina-

tion, and related action.

During the first week, trainees spend 3 days at the Federal Civil
Defense Administration Staff College at Olney, Md., on the outskirts
of Washington, D. C. There they receive briefing on the strategic

aspects of civil defense.

The remainder of the period is spent at

Public Health Service headquarters in Washington.

Additional information may be obtained from: Chief, Training
Branch, Division of Personnel, Public Health Service, Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare, Washington 25, D. C.
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